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EARLY STAGES OF SPEECH AND
THOUGHT IN BANTU
IN this article certain provisional conclusions suggested
in previous numbers of the Journal of the African Society
(Nos. L., Li., LIII.) are made the base of a further inquiry into
the history of word-formation in Bantu, and especially of the
verb. These conclusions were as follows :—
First, Bantu speech appears in general to presuppose as a
basis monosyllabic sounds of the type consonant-vowel, and
that KA, TA, PA are among the earliest and simplest of
such monosyllables, and worthy of special attention as char-
acteristic and very widely used. Secondly, the above and
presumably other such monosyllables may be accounted for as
a basis of speech by regarding them as at once imitative of
natural sounds and suggestive of ideas associated with the
acts producing them or the scenes connected with their pro-
duction. Thirdly, the rich, if vague, suggestiveness of such
sounds, as sounds or appeals to the ear, is normally limited,
defined, and made increasingly useful for clear conveyance
of meaning by an accompaniment of appeal to other senses
and to the intelligence, i.e., by a running commentary of
facial expression, gesture, and variation in stress, pitch,
and tone.
It is now suggested that Bantu appears to supply, by fact
and by implication, light on the next and subsequent stages
of its own evolution, as a type of human speech. Granted the
existence (in whatever degree and at whatever epoch) of a
capacity for progress in human nature on its spiritual side,
such capacity (if realised at all) will show itself in two main
lines of advance—social, leading in the end to love: intel-
lectual, leading to truth. Social instincts will more and
more demand expression for sympathetic feeling and appeal;
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intellectual will be on the search for aids to clear thought and
reasoning. To both, early experiments in self-expression by
sound would commend themselves by simple practical useful-
ness. They would act as a stimulus to further experiments,
and establish themselves as a basis from which they could be
made. Such experiments would aim at increasing clearness
of meaning, differentiation of ideas, and simplification in the
mode of conveying them. To call into operation all the
resources of the natural mechanism of self-expression on every
occasion, \jt^ not sound only, but sound plus expression, plus
gesture, would be clumsy and sometimes—e.g., in the dark
or at a distance—impossible. On the other hand, the con-
venience and abundance of sound-variation at command,
exceeding as it does the sum-total of all represented in all
existing alphabets of vowels and consonants, could not fail
to lead to their more constant use. How were they used?
Facts of Bantu may first be considered, and especially facts
as to verbs, and among these facts which appear typical and
normal rather than exceptional. And these facts must be
stated, first as to sounds, ue., phonologically, and then as to
significance, i.e., sematologically. For instance, with what
other syllables are such root-syllables as PA, KA, found
combined, and with what effect on the root meaning in each
case? If KA conveys an idea (among others) of hardness,
firmness, how does the addition of a syllable limit the idea
to hard pressure, striking, effort, or such special forms of
effort as crushing, kneading, milking, wrestling, cutting, and
so on?
1. It is necessary to recall briefly what has been suggested
in previous articles. Elemental sounds in Bantu may be repre-
sented by vowels and consonants of two, perhaps successive,
grades, viz.:—
Vowels (pure) A, I, U (mixed) E, O
Consonants (strong) K (CH), T (S), P (F)
(weak) G(Ji D(Z), B (V), L (R)
also (nasals) NG\ N, M
y, w
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H appears in various dialects as commonly a substitute for
one of the above consonants.
In the familiar alphabetical order, each consonant being
followed by A, as the final vowel termination of Bantu verbs
in general, the above table yields the following eighteen
syllables relevant to the present inquiry:—
BA, CHA, DA, FA, GA, JA, KA, LA, MA, NA,
NG'A, PA, RA, SA, TA, VA, YA, ZA.
Three points may be noticed as to these monosyllables.
First, many of them are actually in use as verbs, cf. CHA,
FA, JA, KA, LA, MA, N(Y)A, PA, SA, TA, WA,
YA, ZA, with for the most part such simple general mean-
ings as be, exist, go, do, make, strike, die, eat, drink, stand.
They may of course be, and some probably are, abbreviated
from longer (dissyllabic) forms. Secondly, most verbs in
Bantu consist of one of the above syllables with another
affixed, forming a new dissyllabic verb, in which a root-idea
of the first syllable is presented in some special aspect or
application. If a sufficient number of dialects are included,
it may be taken as highly probable that in one or other of
them every combination of two of the above syllables will
be found, e.g., kacha, kafa, kaja, kaka, kala, kama, kana,
kanga, kapa, kasa, kata, kawa, kaya, kaza. Sometimes an
inserted nasal may disguise the fact. In many dialects, verbs
will be found in their simplest form combining three or more
of these syllables in every variety of order, and also with
vowels other than A in any syllable except the final. For,
thirdly, most dissyllabic verbs in Bantu furnish a series which
in form differ only in the vowel of the first syllable, a dif-
ference carrying with it a difference of root-meaning. Thus,
if a sufficient number of dialects be included, it is highly
probable that in all the cases given above a series may be
found, such as (with consonant P)—
Paka,
Pala,
Panda,
Pana,
Peka,
Pela,
Penda,
Pena,
Pika,
Pila,
Pinda,
Pina,
Poka,
Pola,
Ponda,
Pona,
Puka.
Pula.
Punda.
Puna.
and so on through the whole list.
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These phonological facts were clearly seen by such scholars
as D. Clement Scott, of Blantyre, and Bentley, of the Congo,
(and no doubt others), and the latter, at any rate, for the pur-
pose of collecting a vocabulary, used the method of assuming
such series, and testing each form of verb so assumed by
questioning natives,—so detecting and adding new words to
his Dictionary. The process might be safely recommended
to any qualified investigator.
For instance, if TA be taken as the root-syllable, without
reference to its root-meaning, whatever that might be, then
at least eighteen verbs may be tentatively formed by merely
affixing to TA each of the eighteen syllables given above, as
formed by a consonant followed by A. And the list may be
increased by nasalising this affixed syllable, i.e., by prefixing
to it N or M (when euphony allows) according to a very
general tendency in Bantu. Such a process will produce not
only a series, TA-la, TA-ka, TA-ja, &c, but also TA-mba,
TA-nga, TA-nta, TA-nda, &c.—at least twenty-five to thirty
normal and possible, if at first hypothetical forms, to be tested
as to use and meaning by reference to an intelligent native
speaking the dialect under investigation. Then the first vowel
may be varied, and the list multiplied fivefold by the new
series of verb-forms, such as TA-mba, TE-mba, Tl-mba, TO-
mba, TU-mba, TA-nga, TE-nga, Tl-nga, TO-nga, TU-nga, or
TA-ka, TE-ka, Tl-ka, TO-ka, TU-ka, and so on, i.e., perhaps
150 verbs, every one 61 which may be fairly expected to occur,
not all in any one dialect, but in a collection of several. The
same method may be applied to nouns. TA may be tried
with each of the eight or ten class-prefixes usually found in
the Singular Number, e.g^ MU, IN, KI, LI, LU, U, and
so on, and then TI, TU, TE, TO may be substituted for TA.
This process will yield a series of forty or fifty tentative
noun-forms, each of three elements, to be submitted to the
practical test of recognition by a native.
2. So far the facts at present in view may be classed as
follows:—(1) Monosyllabic root-sounds, richly if vaguely
suggestive in meaning; (2) the same sounds used as verbs,
but then limited to those which end in A; (3) the same
sounds in combinations of two or more, but always with
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final A, forming verbs conveying a root-meaning more or less
clearly limited to particular operations or states. Of them-
selves these classes suggest three successive steps or grades
of development of verb-formation and lead to an interesting
but difficult inquiry as to their connection. How is it that
(e.g.) KA, and not KE, KI, KO, KU is qualified for use as a
verb with all its outgrowth in Voices, Moods, Tenses, &c. ?
How Is it that KA-la, KA-ta, KA-mba, KA-na, &<x, limit
KA to the various meanings which those derived verbs
convey?
Only a provisional answer can at present be given, but
something may be gained, if attention is attracted to the
problem and to the simple direct way in which it arises in
the case of Bantu speech. Moreover, a theory may justify
itself or be superseded by more reasonable theories and pro-
gress be achieved in either way. And reasoning satisfactory
in application to Bantu may or may not have a useful bear-
ing on other types of human speech in its development
among different races on different lines. In any case, not
origins, but at least stages of development earlier than at
present known may come into view. Bantu has every appear-
ance of containing at the present day a large element inherited
from a remote past, the early history and meaning of which
may be and probably is beyond the range of possible verifica-
tion. But, on the other hand, its materials are as a whole so
simple, so readily distinguished, so well preserved, so recog-
nisable under a variety of dialectic disguises in so many parts
of the Bantu area, that it is difficult not to feel that they reflect
the childhood of Bantu self-expression, and have largely come
down to the present day not only as survivals but as still full
of life. And the impression is confirmed by the way in which
the materials are used, their adaptability, their power of com-
bination, the transparency in structure of even the longest
compounds which some verbs present,—all this as showing
that here there are not only early materials, but early instincts
of self-expression still at work upon them, still carrying in a
marked degree the stamp of an early age.
The partial and provisional rationale of the facts here out-
lined is what seems suggested by the facts themselves, viz.,
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that the sequence TA (root), TA (verb), and TA with another
monosyllable affixed—e.g., TA-pa—is a sequence of orderly
evolution, and that the course of the evolution is (a) through
a special stress, tone, or pitch in the vowel-sound A, making
it suitable as a basis for verb-formation; (b) to the annexation
of a second root-syllable, limiting it at first experimentally by
the addition of its own root-meaning, and if the limitation
approves itself by adoption, then gradually sinking into the
relative subordination of a formative.
As to the first stage, little can as yet be advanced in the
Way of evidence. The fact that to bear a verb-meaning a
word-form must, as a rule, in Bantu end with the sound A,
not I, U, E, O, provokes a yet deeper and more uncertain
speculation as to fundamental difference of significance in
the vowels themselves—in fact, an ultimate analysis of Bantu
root-syllables into their two components, consonant and
vowel, each with a real if vague significance for purposes of
self-expression. Such speculation has already been eagerly
followed up some students of Bantu (recognising, for instance,
in A the idea of horizontal extension, in U vertical, and in I
penetration), and need only be referred to here. But at least
it may be surmised that A as the vowel of a monosyllabic
verb-form was at an early stage distinguished by its sound,
i.e., by simple stress (or possibly tone or pitch), an emphasis
on the A-sound sufficient to give it distinctive colour. Stress
is the most natural and obvious way of adding significance
to a sound. Verbs in Bantu, as in our own and other lan-
guages, in their simplest form carry an Imperative meaning,
and such a meaning is made clear and effective especially in
monosyllabic verbs by emphasis. In many English words
it is often relied upon to distinguish nouns and verbs identical
in form, such as act, hit, point, arm. Thus TA, PA, as verbs,
may at first well have been distinguished from the same
monosyllable in other uses by emphasis, though alphabetical
notation seldom takes account of such a difference, and in all
except the monosyllabic forms, final A would tend to lose
such emphasis by the general Bantu rule laying the accent
on the last syllable but one, not on the last. Another common
and simple mode of expressing emphasis is reduplication,
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and it is possible that TA as a verb-form may represent TA-ta,
reduced to TA-a, TA.
One further glimpse of the foundations of speech seems
possible in the case of Bantu, and may be noted in passing.
The very monosyllables which form the base of every verb-
form also survive in their separate form as interjections freely
used after cognate verbs to illustrate and accentuate their
meaning. Some, moreover, are in general, if not universal,
use as adverbs of Space and Time, especially PA, PO, here;
KU, KO, there; MU, MO, within; and in a later stage as
prepositions and conjunctions without change of form. On
the other hand, every word which as verb, noun, or adjective
is capable separately of expressing a judgment, general idea,
or quality appears to be always a compound of at least two
separately significant elements, at first co-ordinate, and later
becoming related as radical and formative. Whether this
essentially compound character of such words illuminates by
correspondence anything in the history and evolution of
thought is perhaps a matter of interest to psychologists
and philosophers rather than in an inquiry primarily
philological.
So far a way seems open, though far from clear and assured,
for early rudiments of speech, selected by rational instinct
and found effective for the expression of thought and feeling
to pass into words capable of logical and grammatical relation
to each other in a sentence, i.e., primarily verbs, but also nouns
and adjectives. It is time, therefore, to pass on to the second
stage of inquiry: the relation of the monosyllable, whether
root-sound or verb, to the dissyllabic verb, which is the most
common form of verb in Bantu,—the relation, that is, of {e.g.)
the syllable or sound PA to such verbs as PA-mba, PA-nda,
PA-nga, PA-ka, PA-la, PA-ma, PA-na, PA-sa, &c, with all
their special meanings. (For illustrations and examples,
reference may be allowed to No. vox. of this Journal, pp. 62
and 70.) As before, the chief relevant facts as to this second
syllable may first be given, and afterwards such explanations
of them as appear to be reasonable,—always with the proviso
that in both these directions comprehensive and systematic
research can hardly be said to have more than begun.
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As to the facts, four points may be noted:—(i) Any of the
eighteen rudimentary syllables or sounds ending in A already
mentioned may be found as the second syllable of a verb in
Bantu, viz., BA, CHA, DA, FA, GA, JA, KA, LA, MA,
NA, NG'A, PA, RA, SA, TA, VA, YA, ZA. In some
dialects special consonantal peculiarities and combinations add
other syllables. All (subject to certain rules of euphony) may
be found with a nasal, N or M, prefixed, e.g., MBA, NDA,
NGA, NSA, NTA, NZA. The total number, therefore, of such
syllables available for the differentiation of aspects and
applications of the root-meaning of the first syllable is con-
siderable. And it must be remembered that they can
be affixed to any root-syllable, whatever its vowel—that
is (e.g.), not only to PA, but to PI, PU, PE, PO. That each
of these affixed syllables did originally carry its own proper
root-meaning, and thereby limit and define the root-meaning
of the first syllable, is probable. And it appears that in some
of them the meaning is not now traceable, and they rank as
formative rather than radical elements. With some of them,
however, it is otherwise.
(2) It is widely, if not universally, true of Bantu that six
of these syllables still retain a distinct value and significance
of their own, and a certain amount of separate independence
in their use as affixes. They can be affixed, either singly or
in combination with others of the set, to all verbs mono-
syllabic, dissyllabic, polysyllabic whose meaning allows them,
and to this living mobility and adaptiveness is due much of
the remarkable richness and flexibility in form and meaning
of many Bantu verb-forms which strikes all students. These
six are the following : -<I)LA (or -(E)LA), -<U)LA, -(I)SA (or
-(E)SA), -(A)NA, -WA, -KA. Under one form or another,
probably anyone who is acquainted with any dialect what-
ever of Bantu will recognise these affixes as in constant use
with all kinds of verbs and with well-marked meanings, which
cannot be fully discussed here. It may be enough to say
that -(I)LA (-(E)LA) may often be best rendered in English
by a preposition after the verb or before a noun following,
-(I)SA (-(E)SA) by an adverb of Intensity or a Causative
expression, while -ULA is Reversive or Extensive in meaning,
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and -ANA expressive of Reciprocal or Mutual activity. Thus
from PA, give, may be formed Pela, give to (for, with, at,
by, &c); Pesya, give liberally or cause to give; Pana, ex-
change gifts, join in giving. -WA and -KA (-IKA, -EKA,
-UKA) stand on a somewhat different footing grammatically,
-WA being very generally the sign of the Passive Voice of
all verbs, -KA often of a Neuter or Intermediate Voice in
many. But it must be remembered that in some verbs ending
with one or other of the above six affixes, the affix has lost its
independence and meaning as affix and become part of the
verb itself, which has its own special meanings and forms,
a verb-stem or basis to which the affix can itself be affixed
with its usual force. Thus a verb Pasa may receive (I) SA
as an affix and become Pasisa, and Kana combine with -NA
Kanana, and a verb ending with -Wa may be used with an
active meaning.
(3) Beside the above six affixes of verbs, there are also two
or perhaps three others which, without the same comparative
independence of use and meaning, nevertheless do often attach
to the compound of which they form part, a recognisable
shade of meaning. These are MA, TA, and YA. MA as
the termination of a verb seems often to convey an idea of
fixity or firmness of position or state. TA sometimes indi-
cates special activity or energy, like SA. YA not uncom-
monly has a causative meaning, also like SA. Some account
can thus be given of nine out of the eighteen syllables noted
above, and some at least of the remainder may be derivatives
or variants of them, adopted as useful for differentiation of
meaning.
(4) Lastly, the use of the nasalised form of any of the
affixes given above seems to have a distinct effect on the com-
pound dissyllabic verb so produced. It appears to fix or
stereotype it as a single verb-stem incapable of division, or
indeed of alteration in itself, but supplying a new base to
which other affixes can be applied. Thus a verb of the form
PA-La might allow of a causative form PA-sa, and possibly
a Perfect tense PE-le. But the verb in the nasalised form
PA-nda (=nla) would only allow of a Causative form Pand-
isa, and a Perfect form Pand-ile, preserving the full form
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Pand- in all developments of the verb, such as Pand-ila,
Pand-ana, Pand-ula, Pand-wa, Pand-ika, &c.
Explanation of the passage from monosyllable to dis-
syllabic verb or noun cannot be given with certainty, but
light may be looked for in at Feast three directions. Further
research, more especially careful comparative examination of
many dialects, may establish a root-meaning of many of the
syllables of which Bantu is so largely composed. Such
possible meanings have already been sketched (in preceding
articles) in the case of KA, TA, PA. Such meanings appear
to be not so much vague in themselves as comprehensive,
richly suggestive, but inviting and even requiring defini-
tion in practice. They appear at first to recall whole scenes
or complex actions with their surroundings, on various
elements of which attention is specially directed by accom-
panying gesture, expression, stress, or tone. Large collec-
tions of facts, i.e^ chiefly of words in which the syllables
occur, and careful deductions from them may make such
meanings traceable in many more of them. A second avail-
able method is the careful observation of individual natives
by persons familiar with their dialect in each case, and pay-
ing special attention, when in conversation with them, to
such explanatory accompaniment of gesture, look, tone, &c,
as is still freely used by them even in the more developed
state of their language at the present day. Such accompani-
ment is largely natural, instinctive, even involuntary, and
correspondence of (e.g.) particular gestures and articulate
syllables may throw light on the earlier significance of the
latter by appeal to the eye as well as the ear. And the method
may thus give some support from experiment and fact to any
conclusions suggested by the third means available, viz.,
deductions from the general probabilities of the case. What
these point to has already been indicated in previous articles.
Granted that primitive speech may be described as consisting
of a complex of sound and gesture, it may also be granted
that the history of development in language in its early stages
is the history of the elaboration of the sound element and the
diminution of the element of gesture, both as to its importance
and as to its actual use in self-expression. The two processes
9 Vol. 15
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may well have been complementary. Gesture diminished as
sound was found to be able to dispense with it; sound +
sound in place of sound+gesture. Gesture might indeed
survive indefinitely, but sound established itself as the main
element, and more and more as its potentialities became
known and justified by experience. Before writing of any
kind could become a vehicle of language, gesture must have
become at least unnecessary. A hardly audible sound-
element might well go far to meet the needs of a primitive
Bantu home, and between intimate associates,—as indeed in
some homes of the present day. But sound travels over
distances, through mud walls, and in the darkness of the hut
or night—when look and gesture fail—and its mere conveni-
ence must assert itself as life and thought progress. Hence
the need of progressive differentiation of sound to make up
for the inefficiency of gesture, and there seems to be a plain
and reasonable probability that such need led to the substitu-
tion of sound for gesture and the combination of two self-
significant sound-elements, mutually limiting and defining
meaning in ways which indicated the various features of a
scene or complex action, which were before inferred from a
look or gesture. Once begun, the process would naturally
repeat itself indefinitely, and added syllables meet all the
wants of advancing human culture.
From this and other studies in Bantu, tentative though
they are, a distinct impression appears to emerge as to Bantu
speech in general, its intrinsic character, and its value in
relation to other types of speech. Even in its present state,
as the unwritten self-expression of a child-race talking in a
thousand dialects (dialects sometimes so different that near
neighbours are mutually unintelligible, though they scon
recognise their close linguistic kinship), Bantu seems to
epitomise one whole drama of speech-evolution, from elements
so simple that it is not easy to imagine simpler to compound
(rather than complex) word-forms, especially of the verb, as
flexible in formation and delicate in distinction of force and
meaning as those of classical or modern languages. The
simplicity of the elements is the note both of form and mean-
ing. Bantu phonology seems to go back straight to a
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dominant A-sound (AR), with I (EE) and U (OO) as primary
vowels, and with E and O as secondary and intermediate
between A and I, A and U. The three hard checks, K, T, P,
similarly stand out among the consonants, all others seeming
more easily accounted for as following these than the reverse.
It is, as many students have found, easy to catch and tempt-
ing to follow up glimpses of a general pervading significance
even of each one of these elements. Anyhow, in the next
stage, that of consonant-vowel syllables, a vague but richly
suggestive root-meaning seems clearly traceable in wide
tracts of Bantu speech. And how the imperious instinct of
self-expression, gathering force with the growth of human
mentality, and first pressing into its service not sound only
but gesture, look, and tone, gradually made sound largely
independent of other aids till it became an instrument of
remarkable power and resource, with greater potentialities
than the Bantu-speaking race is as yet prepared to use or
ever likely to be free to realise,—this it has been one object
of this article to attempt to sketch.
A. C. MADAN.
